U .S. Role Has Become a Key Issue 
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JERUSALEM, Nov. 28— The dispute over the tim- 
ing of Middle East peace negotiations has shown that 
Israel and the Arab states continue to be preoccupied 
with almost every aspect of the bargaining process 
except the issues of substance the talks are supposed 
to resolve. 

In inviting Israel and four Arab neighbors to a new 
round of bilateral negotiations next Wednesday in 
Washington, the Bush administration 
hoped to encourage the first discussions 
on the essence of the Middle East con- 
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flict, ranging from Israel’s occupation of Syrian and 
Lebanese territory to its proposals for peace treaties 
with neighboring states and self-rule for Palestinians 
;an the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 

But for both Israel— which said it would not come 
^Itil pec. 9— and the Arabs, the key issues of the 
•Washington meeting continue to lie elsewhere, in the 
vague but seemingly crucial struggle to define the 
nature of the latest Middle East peace process. For 


both sides, the Washington talks are mainly about 
demarcating the role the United States will play in the 
bargaining, setting the pace at which the process will 
move, and determining whether negotiations will be 
linked to U.S. aid to Israel. 

It is these broad, if tangential, concerns that under- 
lie the seemingly trivial squabbling among Israel, the 
Arabs, and the Bush administration over the date* and 
format of the Washington talks as well as the location 
of future rounds. Until these disputes are resolved, it 
eems, neither the Israelis nor the Arabs will be pre- 
pared to engage in serious negotiations. 

Much more than trivial procedure is involved 
here,” a senior Israeli official said today. “We are en- 
gaged in a tug of war about what this whole process 
will be about, how it will be conducted, even how it 
will turn out. It may not be obvious from the outside, 
but we are dealing with vital issues.” 

[Syria . Thursday accused Israel of trying to sabo- 
tage the- peace process and said its delegation will be 
in Washington next Wednesday — the date proposed 
by the United States — whether or not the Jewish 
state agrees to attend, the Associated Press reported 
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The Foreign Ministry said failure by the Israelis to 
appear would be proof “once again that Israel does not 
want peace, but is trying by all means to avoid follow- 
ing up the talks” that began in Madrid. 

[“Israel’s attempt to move negotiations to the re- 
gion aims at putting additional obstacles in the way of 
the peace process and depriving it of the seriousness 
and momentum necessary for its success,” Syria said.] 
The conflicts are important because Israel and the 
Arabs imagine the coming peace negotiations in en- 
tirely different ways. For Israel, the process should be 
long, slow, and low-key, take place in the Middle East, 
and involve a minimum of intervention by the United 
States, the Soviet Union, and other outside powers. 

That is because Israel believes it will take a long 
grind to wear down the expectations, both in the Arab 
world and in the West, that Israel should return cap- 
tured territory, and because U.S. involvement would 
likely favor a land-for-peace formula. 

Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, associates say, hopes 
to avoid any major discussions on substance with the 
Arabs before February, when the U.S- administration 
and Congress are expected to take up Israel’s request 


for $10 billion in U.S. loan guarantees to finanrp th e 
absorption of immigrants. A debate on substance, Sha- : 
mir fears, might invite linkage between U.S. support* 
for the guarantees and concessions by Israel. • - 
When President Bush linked the Israeli aid to fise- 
peace process in September by asking for a 120-dlju 
delay in considering the request, “he created a mon-E 
ster,” the Israeli official argued. “Now that we arS~ 
threatened by this monster, you can’t blame us for taler 
ing steps to avoid it. We can’t just sit and allow the ad£- 
ministration to use every possible leverage against us:?- 
Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and the Palestinians are hop-‘‘- 
ing for a rapid peace process, with heavy intervention . 
by the United States, for the same reasons that Isrjadf 
wants to avoid it. The Arabs hope the United States diff- 
use the loan guarantee request to force key Israeli con- 
cessions at the onset of talks, such as a freeze on Jewish ; 
settlement construction in the occupied territories, il . 
Then, the Arabs are hoping to move quickly toward a 
settlement in which Israel will agree to retreat witifin 
its pre-1967 borders, largely through U.S. pressure: 
rather than as a result of bilateral negotiations. - 
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Arab tactics since the Madrid 
peace conference four weeks ago 
have reflected these expectations. 
Instead of talking with Israel about 
the site and procedure for future 
talks, the Arab parties have commu- 
nicated their positions to Washing- 
ton. They have insisted on holding 
talks outside the Middle East, in or- 
der to accentuate international inter- 
est and involvement in the process. 

The Palestinians have also hand- 
ed~ Ufi . officials a long list of de- 
mands involving U.S. or U.N. inter- 
vewKon, such as granting Palestin- 
ianSfelegates U.N. travel docu- 
ments and security guards, and pro- 
ving international guarantees that 
I s Epl will not prosecute or harass 
Arab negotiators. 

Meanwhile, Palestinian leaders 
have sought to raise expectations of 
rapid movement in the peace pro- 
cess. They have organized public 
d e ,®ftstrations in which supporters 
have handed olive branches to Is- 
raeli soldiers, and set up “political 
committees” around the territories, 
nominally in order to prepare for 
the assumption of governing power. 

“After Madrid, some Palestinians 
beg|if' to behave as if in a matter of 
months, or even weeks, they were 
going to be bidding us farewell," 
complained an Israeli official par- 
ticipating in the talks with them. 

Israel’s strategy, officials say, has 
aimed at the opposite result: low- 
ering ^expectations, both at home 
and 'abroad, that there will be any 
breakthroughs toward peace in the 
near future. Government measures 
have ranged from the trivial, such 
as telling Israeli radio not to broad- 
cast too many peace songs, to the 
subsjajitive, such as avoiding the 
“cbpfidence-building measures” in 
the occupied territories suggested 
by the United States. 

Shamir’s insistence on continuing 
discussion about the site of the 
talks,, and his demand Wednesday 
that the Washington meetings be 
delayed, are intended in part to 
slow, the pace and lower the expec- 
tations. Originally, his government 
intended to talk only about proce- 
dural^ Jssues in Washington; only 
Wednesday did it agree that mat- 
teii§iof substance, as proposed by 
the 'Ujiited States, could also be 
raised. 

The other aim of Israel’s tactics 
has been to set limits for the role of 
the United States in the talks. By 


stubbornly resisting the attempt by 
Secretary of State James A. Baker 
III to unilaterally set a date, place 
and procedure for the talks, Shamir 
is hoping to deter the Bush admin- 
istration from moving quickly to 
break future impasses — or even- 
tually, impose its view that Israel 
should trade land for peace. 

“It cannot be the case that the 
Arabs learn to expect that every 
time there is an impasse, after a 
few days the United States will lose 
patience and step in to resolve it,” 


argued the Israeli official, who par- 
ticipated in the Madrid talks. “Oth- 
erwise there will be no serious di- 
rect negotiations between the del- 
egations.” 

At Madrid, Bush and Baker 
sought to plot a fine U.S. policy 
course between the interventionism 
sought by the Arabs and the neu- 
tral, “honest-broker” role demanded 
by Israel. Both sides now appear 
determined to test the American I 
position, using the symbolic issues 
of dates and places. 



